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New York Investment Bankers and
New Mexico Merchants: Group
Formation and Elite Status among
German Jewish Businessmen
HENRY J. TOBIAS AND CHARLES E. WOODHOUSE

In the mid-1950s, two parallel studies were conducted in the field of
business history. Barry E. Supple examined investment bankers in New
York City in the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries and William
J. Parish studied retail and wholesale merchants in New Mexico for
the same period. 1 Both studies focused on the German Jewish immigrants who engaged in these business endeavors and attributed special
historical significance to their achievements. Supple suggested that the
German Jewish investment bankers performed "a unique role ... in
the development of the American capital market" and Parish maintained that the German Jewish merchants carried out a "commercial
Henry J. Tobias is Professor Emeritus in the department of history in the University
of Oklahoma. He is the author of The Jewish Bund in Russia: From Its Origins to 1905, and
has recently completed A History of the Jews in New Mexico, forthcoming from the University of New Mexico Press. Charles E. Woodhouse is Associate Professor Emeritus in
the department of sociology in the University of New Mexico. In the past he has collaborated with Henry J. Tobias on articles on the post-1905 history of the Jewish Bund
in Russia.
1. Barry E. Supple, "A Business Elite: German-Jewish Financiers in NineteenthCentury New York," Business History Review, 31 (Summer 1957),143-78; William J. Parish,
"The German Jew and the Commercial Revolution in Territorial New Mexico, 18501900," New Mexico Historical Review, 35 (January 1960), 1-29; and ibid. (April 1960), 12950; and William J. Parish, The Charles Ilfeld Company (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1961).

21

22

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

JANUARY 1990

revolution" in the economically underdeveloped territory of New Mexico. 2
However these groups may differ in the uniqueness of their contribution to economic development, there are suggestive parallels between them when the communities where they lived are compared.
New York City was the most important economic center of the United
States, with access to international markets and to the whole hinterland
of the country. In New Mexico, on the Santa Fe Trail from the East,
Las Vegas and Santa Fe represented respectively a port of entry and
a political and commercial center for the whole territory.
This resemblance, however, does not imply that the two cohorts
of businessmen would develop the same degree of solidarity among
their own members, or acquire the same social status as a group in
their communities. Supple's concern with these developments was the
primary focus of his study, and he identified the Jewish investment
bankers in New York as a "business elite." This characterization poses
a question as to whether the Jewish merchants in New Mexico might
also have constituted an "elite" in the same sense of the term. The
present study, by comparing the New Mexico merchants to the New
York bankers, attempts to answer this question. It seeks to examine
factors which might affect the development of "elites" among people
of similar ethnic origin who differ according to the type of business
they engage in and the community setting in which they live and work.
To analyze the effect of these differences, it is necessary to explain
the use of the term "elite" and the framework for comparing social
cohorts. Although there is no complete definition of the term "elite"
agreed to by all who use it, this study starts with the assumption that
an elite consists of persons who excel in the pursuit of a particular
occupation and enjoy high status because of this. Beyond that preliminary definition the guide is Barry Supple's analysis of the German
Jewish bankers in New York. What interests him is the fact that so
many people in the same type of business could also be so much alike
in their social origins and cultural characteristics, and have such tightly
knit relationships with each other outside the business firms as well
as within them. He suggests that the economic success of these bankers
may have been due to their social ties and the interlocking of their
firms by kinship ties and marriage. 3 A central concern, therefore, is
with the extent and nature of the social solidarity that might develop
among persons who participate in the same occupation, and how that
2. Supple, "Business Elite," 176-77; and Parish, "Commercial Revolution," 18-20.
3. Supple, "Business Elite," 168-70.
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solidarity affects their capacity to perform at a conspicuous level of
excellence.
The critical question here is the source and nature. of such solidarity. It comes in part from the extent to which the occupation in
question requires "instrumental" solidarity with others engaged in it;
this can include financial support, consultation about decisions, and
assistance in the application of technical or professional skills. In addition, there is the solidarity that comes from ties formed outside the
occupation, such as family, common social background, ethnic status,
national origin, religion, and common experience in schooling-all of
which are sources of "sociable" solidarity. This distinction needs to be
exemplified in terms which apply to the present problem.
One pertinent example of this distinction between instrumental
and sociable solidarity comes from Peter Dobkin Hall's study of business elites in New England. 4 He found that in colonial Massachusetts,
until the last quarter of the eighteenth century, the family was the
institution most basic to the success of business enterprise in at least
three important respects: (a) as a means of capital accumulation through
intermarriage and inheritance; (b) as a source of reliable personnel to
manage a firm; (c) as a means of ensuring the generational continuity
of a firm through inheritance.
Within the sphere of family relations, Hall shows that business
success could depend on the choice of marriage partners, particularly
because this choice could affect the freedom of a businessman to move
his capital quickly in response to new economic opportunities. The
choice lay between marriages which could strengthen long-run consanguineous ties, reconcentrating capital in the hands of one family,
as against marriages which would promote alliances between nonconsanguineous families and permit short-run advantages of capital
mobility. Families emphasizing "short-term and instrumental marital
selection" would have maximum flexibility in the movement of capital
and of capital accumulation between different families. s
For Hall this explains the success of the early Boston Brahmins
who could take advantage of new economic opportuniti~s opening at
the end of the Revolution by moving to Boston from Salem. Among
the families in Salem who did not move to Boston, a high proportion
contracted first-cousin marriages (father's brother's daughter) between
4. Peter Dobkin Hall, "Marital Selection and Business in Massachusetts Merchant
Families, 1700-1900," Michael Gordon, ed., The American Family in Social-Historical Perspective (New York: 51. Martin's Press, 1978), 101-14.
5. Ibid., 111-12.
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consanguineous families. Among the Salem families who moved to
Boston and became the economically successful Brahmins, most contracted first-cousin marriages creating alliances between non-consanguineous families (mother's brother's daughter or father's sister's
daughter). Thus the most successful group of families was the one
"whose criteria for marital selection were the least particularistic." The
Boston Brahmin group emphasized more universalistic criteria in regard to mate selection. "They married along lines of economic and
political advantage rather than placing a value on consanguinity per
se."6
While Hall shows in this case that the success of a group of business
families depended on a choice of sociable ties which could serve instrumental purposes, he leads us to a further question about the instrumental value of kin marriage among families in one line of business
compared to its value among families in another line. We look to the
comparison between German Jewish investment bankers in New York
and the German Jewish merchants in New Mexico for more light on
this question.
The members of Supple's banking elite were German Jewish immigrants who arrived in America between the late 1830s and the 1850s.
Almost all were in their early twenties or younger and almost all were
single. A small proportion, whom Supple calls "qualified" for investment banking, had banking experience in Germany or had enough
capital to invest in such ventures when they arrived in New York. The
larger proportion of immigrants, whom he calls "unqualified," had no
such means or expertise. They began their careers by peddling, or, in
areas where the distance between communities was too great (as in
New Mexico), by sedentary retailing, "from the East to the West Coast
and from Chicago to New Orleans."?
By the late 1850s the success of a portion of these entrepreneurs
enabled them to take their newly acquired capital and commercial experience and enter into the developing money and capital markets of
New York. There they joined the German Jews already established in
these enterprises to form a solidary pattern of social and business
relationships based on their common ethnic origins (nationality, language and culture) and their common religion.
In New York this solidarity developed as a hierarchy of identities.
If prior to the 1870s most of the Jews there were German, then German
6. Ibid., 113.
7. Supple, "Business Elite," 154-59.
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culture could be an important source of solidarity. "German theater
... balls and concerts ... 'Pioneer Associations,' educational societies,
sports clubs and ... German immigrant aid societies" could all provide
opportunities to speak their own language and associate with people
of the same background. Consequently, says Supple, there was no
attempt at first by the German Jews to form Jewish organizations. Yet
when among the Germans, Jews confined their social and family ties
to other Jews, and to families in the same type of business, then the
solidarity among the German Jewish investment bankers gained a depth
and degree of permanence not otherwise possible. 8
For the New Yorkers, the attachment to Germany was sustained
by the ease with which these families could travel to their 'former
homeland. Some went back to complete their educations or sent their
children to German schools. Many had relatives there and it was a
place where wives could be found. Reasons of pleasure, business or
retirement attracted them. Their wealth and location in a major eastern
seaport made it easy for them to maintain such ties.
Another major tie that bound these families together was their
religious attachment to Judaism. But here they encountered a problem.
In Germany, Jewish entrepreneurs could not expect to succeed in the
intolerant society that lay beyond their own ethnic communities, and
their religious adherence was buttressed by the protection these communities could afford. In America, however, where Jews met fewer
barriers to the exercise'of their business talents and were not a severely
harassed minority, religion seemed an "obsolescent barrier" to their
own social and economic progress. Scattered into small communities,
many immigrants found it hard to comply with the tenets of their
religion. In response to these conditions, the Jewish investment banking elite, as the "social and financial leader of its generation," led the
movement for religious reform, and in this role helped to establish
Temple Emanu-el in Ne':'V York City in the 1890s.
Upper class New York society would not readily accept the German
Jewish bankers into their ranks. The German Jewish families who considered themselves fitted to move into the "graceful echelons of New
York society" responded by forming "a society within a society." They
created an insular social life oriented around each other's homes, clubs
and restaurants. The inevitable result was marriage which linked partners in the investment firms and linked firms together as well. As
Supple puts it, "business was the family-in its economic aspect ...
Clearly, the marriages were not consciously arranged with an eye to
8. Ibid., 158-68.
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business solidarity," but grew out of the structure of mutual friendships
"forced into peing by prejudice and buttressed by participation in a
specialized culture ... almost as much a matter of defense as spontaneity."9
Yet the insularity of their social life did not detract from these
families' identifying themselves as Americans and participating in national life at the highest levels. One family, the Seligmans, was close
to Presidents Abraham Lincoln and Ulysses S. Grant; Oscar S. Straus
was ambassador to Turkey and the first Jewish member of the cabinet;
Nathan Straus was close to President Grover Cleveland. Such were the
opportunities afforded by the l~vel of business represented by investment banking.
All these ties of solidarity had important effects on the conduct of
business. Identification of the family with the firm produced "a heightened regard for the business," an incentive to build the business and
succeed for the sake of the children, and a "continuity of entrepreneurial skill" as sons followed fathers, nephews cooperated with uncles, and sons-in-law entered the firms. Such family participation was
an economic advantage where confidence and trust are important virtues. At the same time, unified German Jewish banking houses provided opportunities for Jews that would not have existed otherwise,
since "other prominent firms never had Jewish partners."10
Beyond the relationships within the family firms, investment banking historically has required close cooperation between competitors.
While it was not ethnic background but financial standing, credit and
expertise that determined the choice of which firms to deal with, still
in the early formative years of the capital market "there were few
effective substitutes for personal acquaintanceship and private knowledge" as ways of "testing credit and ensuring confidence." This meant
that membership in an ethnic elite could be particularly helpful in the
earliest years of a firm's efforts to solicit, obtain and carryon business
in the absence of an established reputation.
A firm which sought to enter the business of underwriting the
issuance of stocks and securities had to persuade the issuing companies
that it could be relied on. The basis for confidence could be demonstrated in part by a record of previous service to these same companies
and/or by ties of kinship and close friendship between the parties
9. Ibid .• 160-66. For an extended account of the social life of upper-class Jewish
families in New York, see Stephen Birmingham, "Our Crowd"; The Great Jewish Families
of New York (New York: Harper and Row, 1967).
10. Supple, "Business Elite," 166-70.
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concerned. Such ties also facilitated the securing of assistance from
other investment houses in rais{ng the capital necessary for the flotation
o~ a securities issue, and in arrangements providing for sharing the
profits. Thus the social elite formed by national origin, religion, culture
and kinship could "utilize its own structure as a basis for much of its
economic transactions."11
From the standpoint of the distinction between the sociable and
instrumental aspects of elite solidarity, it would appear that Supple
gives priority to the sociable aspects as the indispensable foundation
for the development of the instrumental aspect. Citing other groups
of commercial families in medievalltaly, eighteenth-century England,
and nineteenth-century New England, he hypothesizes that
for most of business or economic history a stabilized, firm social
network (as well as a tightly knit family) has been, in effect, a
means of business organization; ... prior to the formal institutionalization of interfirm relationships the formation of in-groups was
a valid and often necessary means of creating an identity of interests and attitude most conducive to business activity and development. 12
Supple recognizes that "the uniformity of values and outlooks and
the sense of identity" resulting from such in-group ties need not necessarily have an ethnic basis. 13 Still in this case, the bankers' unique
contribution to the American capital market in drawing capital resources from Germany has its source in their ethnic characteristics.
In certain respects, the German Jewish merchants in New Mexico
from 1845 to 1900 resembled the German Jewish investment bankers
of New York City. According to Parish, the merchants, like Supple's
immigrants, had a fair education and a reasonable amount of capital,
"either of their own or to which they had access."14 In their pattern of
adjustment to the new country they were also akin to those immigrants
whom Supple identified as "unqualified" for investment banking. They
worked their way west, either by stages ending in settlement in New
Mexico or moving there directly at the invitation of friends or relatives.
They gained experience in merchandising but instead of entering investment banking later, they generally remained in New Mexico after
11. Supple, "Business Elite," 169-76.
12. Ibid., 176.
13. Ibid., 176-77.

14. Parish, "Commercial Revolution," 7.
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establishing a business or went to cities in the East to retire or to start
new mercantile enterprises.
Before the railroads came to New Mexico in 1879, German Jewish
immigrants, starting in the 1840s, became sedentary merchants who
made a successful adaptation to economic conditions on the western
frontier. According to Parish, three conditions made this possible. First,
the scarcity of cash could afford a special advantage to those able to
acquire it and this could be done either bi obtaining food supplies in
rural areas for sale to nearby army posts, or by obtaining local products
to ship for sale in the East. The cash earned could pay for imported
goods, for local expenses and for loans to suppliers as the need arose.
Second, the absence of commercial banks before 1870 made it possible
for merchants to become principal sources of credit, enhancing their
control over suppliers who would also depend on the merchants to
find markets for goods. Third,' the lack of rapid and efficient transportation and the need for hauling goods over long distances in a
sparsely populated region protected the merchants from price competition. 15
In New Mexico, unlike more densely populated states in the East
and Middle West, the long distances between settlements made it impractical to get a foothold in merchandising by starting out as a peddler.
To get a start, one needed the means to open and operate his business
in a sedentary manner (by running a store, for instance). Quite frequently if a newcomer lacked the necessary capital, either the money
or an initial stock of goods would be lent by a merchant already established. Usually this followed upon a period of training in the business and learning the ways of the local market while the newcomer
worked in the established firm .
. Due to the great distance between New Mexico and sources of
imported goods the merchants found it necessary to engage agents in
the eastern cities to purchase goods, arrange for their shipment, negotiate credit terms with suppliers, as well as bid for government contracts to supply the army posts and Indian reservations. Merchants
would also enter into partnerships for conducting the business of the
firm, sharing risks, profits and managerial responsibilities. It was not
unusual also for one partner to reside in the East and serve as purchasing agent.
Altogether these conditions of mercantile capitalism, involving distant sources of supply and slow communication, "placed emphasis
15. Parish, Ilfeld Company, 35-36.
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upon individual responsibility and responsible individuals."lh It followed then that kinsmen or long-time friends would be relied on to
perform the various functions just described. The communities of German Jewish merchants in Santa Fe and Las Vegas were largely built
up in this manner.
The Spiegelberg and Staab families of Santa Fe and the Ilfeld family
in Santa Fe and Las Vegas illustrate the development of this process.
Solomon Jacob Spiegelberg arrived in Santa Fe from Westphalia in 1844
at the age of seventeen and began working as a traveling agent for the
mercantile house of E. Leitensdorfer and Co. (which eventually failed).
In 1847-1848 he served as a sutler or supply agent for the army in the
Mexican·War. By 1846 Spiegelberg had started a grocery and dry goods
store in Santa Fe and was joined by his brothers Levi in 1848, Elias in
1850 and Emanuel in 1853. The firm continued to expand with the
arrival of two more brothers, Lehman in 1857 and Willi in 1861. After
the Civil War Levi Spiegelberg moved to New York to serve as purchasing representative. The firm eventually became "one of the largest
wholesale operations in the Southwest, with branch stores in several
territorial towns and buying agents in both Eastern and European
markets."17
The Staab brothers, Zadok and Abraham, had arrived from Germany in the mid-1850s and began to work for the Spiegelbergs before
1855. In 1859 they started their own firm and it is quite likely that the
Spiegelbergs loaned money or stock as they were doing for many others.
From 1863 to 1866 Zadok Staab was also the post trader at Fort Marcy
at Santa Fe and the brothers were active and successful bidders for
government business. After this Zadok moved to New York as the
resident buyer and representative to bid on government contracts. By
1871 the Staabs had also gone into wholesaling and had become strong
competitors of the Spiegelbergs, with a trade territory embracing New
Mexico, southern Colorado, eastern Arizona, west Texas and old Mexico. 18
16. Ibid., 54, 57-58.
17. Michael L. Lawson, "Flora Langerman Spiegelberg: Grand Lady of Santa Fe,"
Western States Jewish Historical Quarterly, 8 (July 1976), 294-95; Parish, "Commercial Revolution," 5; Terry Jon Lehmann, Santa Fe and Albuquerque 1870-1900: Contrast alld Conflict
in the Development of Two Southwestern Towns (Ann Arbor: University Microfilms, 1974),
23; and Floyd S. Fierman, Guts and Ruts: The Jewish Pioneer all the Trail in the American
Southwest (New York: KTAV Publishing House, .1985),8-10.
18. Lehmann, Santa Fe and Albuquerque, 24-25; Parish, "Commercial Revolution,"
12-13; Fierman, Guts and Ruts, 29; and Floyd S. Fierman, "The Staabs of Santa Fe: Pioneer
Merchants in New Mexico Territory," Rio Grande History (No. 13, 1983), 2-5.
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By 1865 Herman Ilfeld had arrived in Santa Fe from Hamburg,
Germany and in that year was taken into partnership with Jacob Amberg and Gustave Elsberg, two cousins who had moved their general
merchandise and dry goods firm from Westport, Missouri to Santa Fe
in 1856, and had prospered well enough to construct an imposing new
building on the Plaza in 1864. In 1865 Herman's brother Charles arrived
in Santa Fe and arrangements were made for him to accompany one
Adolph Letcher, a trader from Baltimore who was being supported by
Amberg and Elsberg to set up a mercantile firm in Taos and was to act
as their agent in the purchase of grain to be sold to the anny forts.
Charles Ilfeld, at the age of eighteen, "was a willing applicant for any
first-rate opportunity, a loyal protege of Elsberg and Amberg," and a
future partner for Letcher. Within two years, however, Letcher and
Ilfeld realized that the commercial prospects of Taos had deteriorated
irretrievably due to its isolation from the Santa Fe Trail and the difficulty
of wagon transport over the mountains into the Taos Valley. So they
moved their inventory to Las Vegas and with more support from Elsberg and Amberg started their firm anew in 1867.
By the end of the next seven years, Charles Ilfeld had established
himself as the sole proprietor of a thriving enterprise. In 1873 he went
to Germany, married a childhood friend, returned a year later to Las
Vegas with his bride, and bought out Letcher's share of the firm. 19
The need for a steady supply of rural products, grain and other
foodstuffs, hides, wool and metals, to provide the means of monetary
exchange, soon made it advantageous for the large mercantile houses
like those of the Spiegelbergs, Staabs and Ilfeld to establish branches
in small rural towns and villages. These branches could provide rural
customers with goods they needed and receive the rural produce from
them in turn; much of this trade took the form of money barter in
which the large-scale merchant could make a profit on the goods sold
to the rural customers and also on the goods they furnished in return.
The persons put in charge of these branch stores were either employees,
agents or partners of the larger mercantile house. Parish illustrates this
process:
Elsberg and Amberg had sent Letcher and Ilfeld to Taos for just
this purpose. Spiegelberg sent the Dittenhofer brothers to Anton
Chico and later, Sam Dittenhofer and Nathan Bibo to Tecolote.
Abraham and Zoldac Staab used Gerson and Alexander Gusdorf
in Taos, Arroyo Hondo, and Red River. Charles Ilfeld had this in
19. Parish, Ilfeld Company, 7-13, 18-32.
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La Junta (now Wa-

The German Jewish investment bankers of New York could develop a tightly integrated community of families which joined together
as banking forms in a "defensive" alliance against the New York investment banking community. As Supple describes the situation, the
German Jewish bankers had the problem of breaking into an established
business system. In forming such an elite of families and firms they
had the advantage of the presence of large numbers of Jews who could
reinforce their bonds by creating religious institutions in the city. At
the same time, instrumental ties relating to the conduct of business
were formed with other firms, rather than with individuals only, further
restricting the proportion of social contacts that were necessary outside
their own community of investment banking families.
By contrast, the German Jewish merchants in New Mexico did not
find it so easy to form the ties among themselves that bound together
the bankers in New York. While brothers and cousins followed the
merchants who first settled in Santa Fe and Las Vegas, they all came
as single men and had to build their nuclear families either by marrying
women who were native to the territory or by traveling to the East or
to Germany to find Jewish brides. Parish shows that among forty-four
known marriages involving New Mexico merchants, less than 30 percent were inter-faith and among the 70 percent of intra-faith marriages,
more than two-thirds were with native-born girls who were daughters
of Jewish parents, usually from the eastern United States. 21
Apparently this choice was often determined by whether one could
afford the expense of travel and was able to entrust his business to the
care of others in his absence. In general, it appears that merchants who
settled in Santa Fe or Las Vegas marriedlJewish women, while those
who settled in smaller communities in outlying areas more often married non-Jewish native women. And in the larger towns it was more
likely that the merchants had brothers or other relatives working in
the firms. 22 Thus the retention of the religious tie and its continuity
through successive generations depended on marriage to Jewish women.
At the same time, those merchants who could make such a marriage did not really need Jewish ties to succeed in business. Rather the
20. Parish, "Commercial Revolution," 19-20.
21. Ibid., 129.

22. Based on examination of federal manuscript censuses of 1860, 1870, 1880 for a
forthcoming work on the history of Jews in New Mexico by Henry). Tobias, to be
published by University of New Mexico Press.
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success of mercantile firms depended more on the ties which a merchant could form outside his family or his co-religionists in the local
community. As retailers, especially, they were not free to confine their
sociable or instrumental relationships to a set of other firms as such,
but had to gain goodwill and respect from a broad spectrum of individuals in the community in order to succeed. As wholesalers they had
to maintain a good reputation among the other businessmen of the
community and political and military leaders of the Territory. With the
more prominent of these wholesale and retail merchants, the sheer
size and scale of their operations made them conspicuous iIi. the small
towns.
Altogether these differences meant that the merchants of New
Mexico, in contrast to the New York investment bankers, would not
need to take a defensive posture vis-a-vis the established business
community which they were entering but could instead take a leadership role in developing the business of the towns. Instead of reaching
inward to their own ethnic group to form the bonds of community as
the New York bankers were doing; the New Mexico merchants had to
reach outward to other groups in the quest for support and status. The
relative isolation and newness of these towns added a special demand
for civic spirit and contribution to community welfare that was typical
of frontier settlements. 23
At the same time, however, this posture implied a difference between one's role as the head of a family and one's role as a member
of the business community. The key to this was one's Jewish identity.
In a location where community religious institutions had not been
developed, it fell to the Jewish families to take responsibility for religious observance~. And they had to rear and educate Jewish children
and foster their chances to marry within their own religion. Since their
Jewishness separated them from a full community of interest and solidarity with the Protestant Anglo or Catholic Hispano population, the
merchants' families assumed as important a role for the preservation
of their Jewish religious heritage as one's participation in the larger
community did for the fostering of business success.
This meant, however, a separation of family and religious life from
business and community life, in contrast to the fusion of these which
had developed among the investment bankers in New York. Several
factors contributed to this separation. The very nature of the merchants'
23. Murray Melbin, "Night as Frontier," American Sociological Review, 43 (February
1978), 12-13.

TOBIAS AND WOODHOUSE
,

33

enterprise thrust them into active association and social ties with nonJewish groups. While there were some marriages among the children
of the merchants, there was not the linkage of firms which Supple has
demonstrated in the case of the New York bankers. For example, one
of Abraham Staab's daughters married Louis Ilfeld, the brother of Charles;
and the other daughter married Max Nordhaus, Charles' brother-inlaw and the manager of his firm. But Staab and Ilfeld were competitors
and neither of the husbands joined the Staab firm after marriage.
Indeed the best known example of the blending of instrumental
business ties with sociable family ties is that of the partnership among
the Spiegelberg brothers. Each partner was legally responsible for the
actions of the others. "Each brother worked for the entire family and
not for himself alone ... In all business ventures they acted as one
... This unity was the main source of their strength and success."24
Yet it should be noted that this unity obtained among siblings of the
same nuclear family, and not among different families. Moreover, not
all of the brothers were in New Mexico at the same time. The founding
brother, Solomon Jacob, left in the early fifties. Another brother, Emanuel, withdrew from the firm in the 1860s, married the daughter of one
of the leading New York investment bankers, Joseph Seligman, and
continued his career in the banking firm there. And although the Spiegelberg enterprises lasted at least forty-five years until their liquidation
began in 1893,25 it should be noted that for approximately half of this
period the brothers were not all married, and that by the time they
had all left New Mexico their children were just reaching maturity.
In the absence of strong business ties between the leading German
Jewish merchant families on the frontier it is pertinent to recall Supple's
comment about the value of social networks and in-groups as the means
of business organization, and the need for these informal associations
where institutions were lacking which could formalize the relationships
between firms. 26 In this respect it could be asked whether an equivalent
social base for business organization lay in the network of relationships
built up by the German Jewish merchants with other groups in the
frontier communities. With this question in mind we can explore the
instrumental and sociable relations of the merchants and examine more
closely the role of families in preserving their Jewish religious heritage.
24. Floyd S. Fierman, The Spiegelbergs of New Mexico, Merchanls and Bankers, 18441893 (EI Paso: Texas Western College Press, 1964), 14, 43.
25. Fierman, Guts and Ruts, 23; Fierman, Spiegelbergs, 40-41; and Lawson, "Flora L.
Spiegelberg," 305.
26. Supple, "Business Elite," 176.
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In terms of wealth and power, one condition that had a crucial
effect on the relations of the German Jewish mercantile capitalists with
other groups in the community was the autonomy the merchant gained
by making others dependent on him. The petty capitalist farmer, rancher,
miller or lumberman needed markets for his products; by finding these
markets and selling these products the merchant could acquire the
monetary exchange so necessary to his success. 27
By so doing, however, he inevitably attained a firmer grip on the
small petty capitalist who was gradually committing himself to
production by contract to the large merchant. The mercantile capitalist sold him his supplies on credit, advanced him money, found
him his markets, and in turn demanded a commitment on his
production. 28
According to Parish, one factor which kept this relationship from
becoming unbearably oppressive for the petty capitalist was the policy
of the merchants to diversify their risks and not become too dependent
on anyone type of product from their suppliers. But the suppliers were
well aware of the domination to which they were subjected. Ultimately
their land would have been unable to support the volume of supplies
which the merchants could require. 29 Meanwhile the implicit tension,
plus the merchants' need to maintain the relationship; encouraged
them to make their dealings with suppliers as comfortable as possible.
Here personal acquaintance and primary face-to-face interaction became indispensable in the conduct of business.
The skills required for these interpersonal relationships perhaps
met their greatest test in connection with the granting of credit and
the collection of debts. The merchant could easily abuse his privilege
of granting credit because his
small, agricultural customers, practically all of whom were uneducated and ill-informed, were easy prey for the man of resources
who, through overextension of money and merchandise loans,
could bring many of these people to do his bidding or force them
to relinquish their property.3O
Charles Ilfeld, however, as well as others, avoided such practices as
27. Parish, Ilfeld Company, 39-42.
28. Parish, Ilfeld Company, 44.
29. Ibid., 44-45; and Milton W. Calion, "The Merchant-Colonists of New Mexico,"
in Arthur L. Campa, ed., Brand Book of the Denver Westerners, 21 (Boulder: Johnson
Publishing Company, 1965), 26.
30. Parish, Ilfeld Company, 84.
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far as possible and acted so as to retain his loyal customers and increase
their number. For those unable to pay their accounts on time, he would
find ways to help that would avoid loss of face and property, buying
notes from private parties who were pressing his debtors for payment
and giving them time to pay him, and signing their bank notes. In this
way he guaranteed his sources of supply and protected his monetary
exchange. At the same time, when he needed to, he solicited help from
other merchants who could bring pressure on a lagging debtor. 31
Indeed this sense of personal responsibility for mutual aid extended as well to relations among the merchants. Under frontier conditions of great distance and inefficient transport they became dependent
on their fellow merchants for assistance of all sorts. Even though they
had their own partners and agents "every merchant became, in a sense,
the agent of every other."32 "All merchants had common needs and
interests which set them apart from other groups within the community."33
Business dealings in New Mexico involved personal relationships
which could not be limited by ethnic or religious boundaries. For German Jewish merchants, as for others, this involved the learning of
Spanish as well as English and even the use of their native German
with compatriots. This cosmopolitanism served to cultivate trade relations wherever the promise of profitable transactions existed. To Ilfeld
and other German Jewish merchants, social and cultural differences
did not matter when it came to choosing associates or aides in business
undertakings. In referring tollfeld's non-Jewish associates, Parish says:
"All these men, as long as they produced responsibly-and this was
the sine qua non-were free to pursue economic opportunities unimpeded by social restrictions."34 German Jewish merchants drew the
31. Ibid., 84-86.
32. Parish, Ilfeld Company, 69-70.
33. Lehmann, Santa Fe and Albuquerque, 53.
34. Parish, "Commercial Revolution," 137. It would be incorrect to assume from
Pa'rish's words that no anti-Jewish feeling existed in New Mexico. But it is sometimes
difficult to demonstrate prejudice. An important instance of such ambiguity lies in the
creation of the Second National Bank of Santa Fe by the Spiegelberg family in 1872. S.
B. Elkins, a major participant in the First National Bank, created a year earlier, ascribed
the Spiegelbergs' motivation to "the fact that in our organization we did not have any
of the jews to take stock." First National Bank of Santa Fe, Letter Books, 3, April 29,
1872, pp. 434-435, Archive 177, Zimmerman Library, University of New Mexico. However, Elkins' description of the Spiegelbergs' behavior does not constitute a clear case of
anti-Semitism on its merits and, more importantly, does not appear to be part of a
pattern. Indeed, the inclusion of Jews on boards of directors of banks in New Mexico
occurred in some number. Anti-Semitism in New Mexico was not, as in the case of New
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native Hispanic people into the orbit of trade and commerce, enhancing
the ecorlOmic strength of the villages and minor towns in' their role as
"substantial supporting satellites to the dominant urban centers."35
In many ways the position of a businessman in the frontier towns
carried with it an obligation to contribute to the social life of the community and its economic and civic welfare. This could be done by
promoting the expansion of business opportunities in the town, by
giving generously to religious and charitable projects, by serving on
local boards and committees devoted to community advancement. Other
actions demonstrating community attachment included joining fraternal organizations and literary, dramatic or music clubs. Another way
was to extend the hospitality of one's home to other families and notables, in an active round of social life which would include the entertainment of prestigious visitors from outside the territory.
German Jewish merchants were active in all of these ways. Joseph
Rosenwald of Las Vegas helped bring the railroad to that town and
promoted the gas company and street railway. Zadok Staab raised
funds for constructing the LaFonda Hotel when the railroad branch
line was built into Santa Fe; other contributors included Noa Ilfeld,
Julius Gerdes, Spiegelberg Brothers, and the Seligman brothers. Willi
and Lehman Spiegelberg both served as presidents of the Santa Fe
Board of Trade, and Lehman served as a Director of the Santa Fe
Progress and Improvement Company just after the railroad branch had
been built. Ilfeld along with others built the Plaza Hotel in Las Vegas. 36
Regarding charitable contributions, one historian of Santa Fe put
it this way:
Every worthy cause went to the Spiegelbergs, the Staabs, Seligmans and others for a handout, not excepting Archbishop Lamy
for his cathedral, the Sisters of St. Vincent's Orphanage Hospital,
the Sisters of Loretto. 37
The Spiegelberg Brothers' gift of $500 for the erection of the St. Francis
York, a powerful determinant of group behavior but rather an unpleasant endemic
condition which flared up occasionally.
35. Parish, "Commercial Revolution," 139.
36. Floyd S. Fierman, ed., "Reminiscences of Emanuel Rosenwald," New Mexico
Historical Review, 37 (April 1962), 129-31; Fierman, Guts and Ruts, 37; Lawson, "Flora L.
Spiegelberg," 302; Lehmann, Santa Fe and Albuquerque, 204, 220-21; and Milton W. Calion,
Las Vegas, New Mexico: The Town that Wouldn't Gamble (Las Vegas, New Mexico: Las Vegas
Daily Optic, 1962), 141-42.
37. F. Stanley [CrochiollaJ, Ciudad Santa Fe, Territorial Days 1846-1912 (3 vols., Pampa,
Texas: Pampa Print Shop, 1965), 3: 268.
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of Assisi Cathedral reflected also their close relationship with the archbishop, who through his friendships with other Anglo merchants and
the military and governmental officials at the Territorial capital, and in
his position as the religious leader of the Hispano populace served as
a social link between these segments of the community.3H
Within the Anglo group particularly, fraternal associations provided a setting for social intercourse.
Santa Fe's Anglo lawyers and merchants came together regularly
in fraternal lodges. The 'American' business and professional men
of Santa Fe were notable for their dissimilarities. The first were
largely German, the second native Americans, but they interacted
easily. Lodge meetings provided opportunities for confidential group
discussions and personal conversations on matters of mutual'and
individual concern relative to the town and territor y. 39
Since one had to be invited to join, the German Jewish merchants'
membership in these lodges was a distinctive sign of local social status.
Also, Levi Spiegelberg helped to incorporate the Masons in 1854 and
Willi Spiegelberg served as Grand Treasurer of New Mexico Masonry.
And Parish remarks that "dramatic, literary and reading clubs were
recipients of the active support of the Jewish. merchant. The Territorial
newspapers are full of his cultural contributions and participations."4o
With the advent of merchants' wives, who were arriving in the
towns starting in the 1860s after their new husbands had begun to
achieve economic success, there emerged an active life of community
work and social gatherings in their homes, on a scale in keeping with
their wealth and prominence. Flora Langermann Spiegelberg, wife of
Willi Spiegelberg, provides a notable example of community activity
and extensive hospitality. Having met Willi on his trip to Cermany to
visit his parents, she arrived in Santa Fe as his bride in 1875. Fluent
in French, Spanish, English and German, Flora Spiegelberg was a sophisticated hostess to wealthy New Mexico families of Spanish ancestry, the commanding general, officers and wives of the military garrison,
38. Fierman, Guts and Ruts, 24; Lehmann, Santa Fe alld Albuquerque, 49. Abraham
Staab may have contributed a sum nearly equal to one-tenth the cost of the cathedral.
See William A. Keleher, The Fabulous Frolltier (Santa Fe: Rydal Press, 1945), 132-33. Ted
Schuyler to Henry J. Tobias, December 20, 1983.
39. Lehmann, Santa Fe alld Albuquerque, 51-52.
40. Fierman, Spiegeibergs, 44; Lawson, "Flora L. Spiegelberg," 302; and Parish, "Commercial Revolution," 138.
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Archbishop Jean Baptiste Lamy, and the Territorial governor. She had
weekly afternoon teas and .gave formal dinners. 41
Willi Spiegelberg's brothers too were active in extending hospitality. In 1880 Lehman entertained President and Mrs. Rutherford B.
Hayes, along with General William T. Sherman. 42 And General Sherman and General Philip H. Sheridan "were entertained by the Spiegelbergs and other Jewish residents of Santa Fe at the Germania, their
private social club. "43
At all of these levels of civic and social participation, personal
relations between individuals were centrally important and have been
cited as the principal means of integrating the various segments of the
population within the major towns. Parish points to the role played
by certain Jewish merchants in exercising community leadership and
reconciling divergent views in community affairs. In Santa Fe it was
Abraham Staab; in Las Vegas, Marcus Brunswick, Charles Ilfeld and
others; in Albuquerque it was Louis Ilfeld (brother of Charles).44
One indication of the prestige earned by Jewish merchants who
participated in civic activities is the election of some of their number
to political office in the local communities. This by itself was unusual,
not only because merchants in general (at least in Santa Fe) tended to
avoid political involvements but also because local politics was dominated by Hispanics while Anglos were.more prominent in appointive
Territorial offices controlled by the federal government. 45
Yet Lehman Spiegelberg served On the Santa Fe county commission
for two years before 1879 and Abraham Staab served at one time as
chairman of the commission. Willi Spiegelberg was elected county commissioner in 1880 and served as probate judge in 1884. In Las Vegas
Sigmund Nahm served on the local school board for fifteen years; in
Albuquerque Henry Jaffa became the city's first mayor; in 1898 Charles
Ilfeld was appointed to the Board of Regents of New Mexico Normal
University at, Las Vegas and served on it for twenty years. 46
41. Lawson, "Flora L. Spiegelberg," 291-97.
42. Newspaper article entitled, "The President in Santa Fe," recorded 1914, Microfilm Roll 1, Executive Proceedings October 8, 1874-December 31, 1888, frames 394-401,
Territorial Papers of New Mexico, 1851-1914, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
43. Lawson, "Flora L. Spiegelberg," 299-300.
44. Parish, "Commercial Revolution," 141.
45. Lehmann, Santa Fe and Albuquerque, 57-58.
46. Calion, "Merchant Colonists," 10; Lawson, "Flora L. Spiegelberg," 302. While
Lawson states that Willi Spiegelberg was elected "mayor" of Santa Fe in 1880, Lehmann
says that Santa Fe had no town government then and that Willi was in fact elected to
the county commission, Lehmann, Santa Fe and Albuquerque, 202-3. F. Stanley [Crochiolla), The UlS Vegas Story [New Mexico) (Denver: World Press, 1952), 319; Lehmann,
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The political career of Bernard Seligman was longer and more
varied. After he arrived in Santa Fe in 1856 and joined his brother
Sigmund in a mercantile partnership, he served in both houses of the
Territorial legislature, was chairman for three terms of the Santa Fe
county commission and was appointed by the governor as Territorial
Treasurer from 1886 to 1891. In 1884 he was a delegate to the Democratic'
national convention at Chicago. His son Arthur, who became a businessman and banker in Santa Fe, was twice elected governor of New
Mexico and served from 1931 until his death in 1933. 47
Historians of this period have consistently emphasized the ease
with which the Jewish merchants and their families were socially accepted in the localities where they lived and worked. F. Stanley Crocchiola reports that Louis Ilfeld once told him,
I guess if Charles Ilfeld stayed in New York and worked there some
may have referred to him as a 'Kike,' but he came to New Mexico
and is known as Mr. Ilfeld. 48
Michael L. Lawson says that the Spiegelbergs "suffered few social restrictions" and "were respected for maintaining the integrity of their
own beliefs while being tolerant of others...." Pointing out that a
large part of the German community in Santa Fe was Jewish, Lehmann
says that this
seems to have been of no importance to the Germans. Economic
standing apparently meant more than religious affiliation. When
a Liedertafel, or singing club, was formed, Bernard Seligman became its president. Lehman Spiegelberg was treasurer of the German Aid Society . . . Solomon Spiegelberg was head of the Germania
Club, fouI;lded in 1875 with a membership of around forty, which
meant that it could not have been exclusively Jewish. 49
And the return of Lehman Spiegelberg in 1872 from a long absence in
Germany "brought out the military band."so
From these and other pieces of evidence it may be inferred that
Santa Fe and Albuquerque, 176, 182; and Calion, Las Vegas, 206; Lynn I. Perrigo, "The
Original Las Vegas: 1835-1935" (3 vols., unpublished manuscript, n.d.), 1: 164.
47. P. A. F. Walter, "Arthur Seligman," New Mexico Historical Review, 8 (October
1933), 306-12.
48. Stanley [Crochiolla), Ciudad Sanla Fe, 268.
49. Lawson, "Flora L. Spiegelberg," 296; and Lehmann, Sanla Fe and Albuquerque,
50.
50. Ibid., 51.
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the German Jewish merchants did not have to concern themselves with
their Jewish identity in their business dealings, their civic activities or
their social life with other groups in the towns. This raises a question
about how far the Jewish merchants were disposed to go in formalizing
their identity as Jews by creating religious institutions in the community. In Santa Fe the maintenance of Jewish identity was a private
function except for the observance of High Holidays and Passover
services.
In this regard it is interesting to consider the difference between
Santa Fe and Las Vegas. In Las Vegas, where German Jewish enterprises had started about a decade later than in Santa Fe, leaders in the
Jewish community established the Congregation Montefiore in 1884 .
followed by the erection of a temple in 1886. But in Santa Fe no Jewish
congregation or temple had been established by 1900 and in fact this
had to wait well into the twentieth century. The reason for this difference appears to stem from the peculiar development of the internal
social structure of Santa Fe and the differential impact on both towns
of the coming of the railroads to New Mexico. 51
By the 1870s with a population between 4,000 and 5,000, Santa
Fe, in its location at the end of the Santa Fe Trail, had long been the
leading trade center of the territory as well as the territorial capital.
Also as the oldest of the principal population centers, Santa Fe was
the center where the local elites, developing along occupational and
ethnic lines, had become well defined in terms of the distribution of
power and wealth. 52
Anglos; both immigrant and native, constituted one-fifth of the
gainfully occupied labor force and Hispanos constituted almost all of
the rest. 53 By occupation, Anglos held most of the administrative positions in territorial government, were dominant in the professions and
in wholesale and retail trade, and had the greatest control over ready
cash. Hispanics controlled the landed wealth, engaged in agriculture
either as landowners or laborers, and some engaged in trade. While
the Anglo merchants, as bankers and buyers of local produce and
51. The analysis which follows is based on a forthcoming history of the Jews in
New Mexico by Henry J. Tobias, to be published by the University of New Mexico Press.
The perceived lack of effort by the leading families to establish religious institutions
drew the public fire of some Santa Fe Jews in 1877. See Die Deborah [Cincinnatil September
14, 1877, p. 2 and ibid., November 9, 1877, p. 2.
52. Lehmann, Santa Fe and Albuquerque, 49, 57-58.
53. David Thomas Bailey, Stratification and Ethnic Differentiation in Santa Fe, 1860 and
1870 (Ann Arbor: Xerox University Microfilms, 1975), 123.
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distributors of imported goods, were quite powerful, still as one historian put it,
the behavior of the mercantile establishment, guided largely by
the cultural attitudes and business practices of the preponderant
German-Jewish merchants, kept such a position of dominance from
becoming socially abrasive. 54
In politics Anglos tended to control territorial affairs and matters having
to do with the federal government while Hispanics controlled local
politics and most of the votes.
Anglos, as a small but distinct population of newcomers-frontiersmen in a cultural and economic sense-had to rely on the cultivation of personal relations so as to be accepted by the groups more
firmly established. This personalizing of relations was also necessary
among Anglos themselves. For the Jews it was advantageous to minimize one's ethnic or religious identity and maximize one's identity as
an individual to be judged on the basis of his personal qualities. By
not obtruding their collective identity the merchants could participate·
freely in business, civic and social affairs without risking rejection or
discrimination.
When the railroads came in 1879, Santa Fe was bypassed by the
main line while whole new towns began to flourish at Las Vegas and
Albuquerque. In both towns the absence of old political centers opened
the way for the creation of new social and political structures. Conceivably the leaders who established the congregation and built the
temple in Las Vegas did not fear that they might be asserting their
religious identity beyond the level of what the community would tolerate; they were following the precedents set by Presbyterians·, Methodists, Episcopalians, and Baptists during the previous few years. 55
German Jewish merchants prospered in New Mexico and earned
prestige as leaders in the business and social life of their communities.
They married and had children, many of whom by 1900 had begun to
develop their own careers and start their own families. Thus to the
extent that the merchants were successful in a common occupation
and enjoyed respect in their communities, they might have become an
54. Lehmann, Santa Fe and Albuquerque, 12, 14.
55. Lehmann, Santa Fe and Albuquerque, 53, 58, 221-22, 233, 237; and Audrey Thomas
Tapy, "Las Vegas 1890-1900, A Frontier Town Becomes Cosmopolitan" (master's thesis,
University of New Mexico, 1943), 61, 63, 67, 69..

42

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

JANUARY 1990

"elite" in the sense that Supple found to be the case with the German
Jewish bankers in New York.
But there was a crucial difference. The generational continuity
which marked the bankers was an indispensable condition of their elite
status. As long as each new generation of family members-sons, nephews or sons-in-Iaw---could be counted on to furnish partners for the
firms, the identification of firms with families and the solidarity among
these families could be preserved by a fusion of sociable and instrumental ties. This continuity, however, did not develop in New Mexico
in equal measure. The nature of the business conducted by family firms,
the nature of the communities where they were located and the change
of economic conditions which had begun to take place as the second
generation was reaching maturity all combined to prevent such generational continuity.
In the studies by Supple on New York and by Parish on New
Mexico there is a difference of interpretation in describing the relations
among the proprietors of each type of business. While Supple emphasizes the cooperative relations among investment banking firms, Parish
emphasizes the competitive relations among the sedentary merchants.
There are good reasons for this difference. One key to the development
of the New York elite was the alliance of Jewish banking firms in the
instrumental help that each could give the others; but in New Mexico
the merchants were openly and sometimes intensely competitive at an
instrumental level. 56 Yet at the level of sociable ties these merchants
could be amicable, supportive and could even be counted on for financial help in times of need. Each firm remained independent of the
others and solely in the possession of a nuclear family in the founder's
generation. Generational continuity among the New Mexico merchants, when it did occur, depended on the inheritance of a firm by
the sons of the founder and their assumption of responsibility for its
operation.
Such inheritance might well have depended on the sons' disposition to assume that their future lay in the family firm in the community
where the family had been living, and on the impressions young people
were receiving about their future in that community. In New York the
large network of families and banking firms could easily transmit an
impression of permanence, the certainty that one's cultural and religious needs could be satisfied, that financial security could be assured,
56. For an example of this see the Annual Reports of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs
for the years 1874-1879. Competitive bidding for contracts included virtually all of the
families we mention in Santa Fe and Las Vegas.
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and that one could marry, form a family and live in a congenial social
and religious environment. But in New Mexico where the German
Jewish families were periodically but not frequently drawn together
for religious observances, were socially congenial but not exclusively
confined to association with other Jewish families, and were even separated from these by competition between their individual business
firms, the inter-familial network was hardly adequate to convey the
impression of permanence or security that was possible in New York.
Yet even if sons were disposed to take on the family firm, they
would be facing very different conditions of business from those which
fostered their parents' prosperity. The coming of the railroads was
responsible for that. 57 The opportunities for more rapid turnover of
goods and for the higher volume of sales required to make specialization profitable began to diminish the advantages of the old mercantile
capitalists who dealt in general merchandise.
In the federal manuscript census of 1880 for Santa Fe, Las Vegas
and Albuquerque a total of twenty-eight Jewish mercantile firms were
designated as "general merchandise" firms and there were seven which
could be designated as specialized, making up one-fifth of the total. In
the manuscript census of 1900 there were thirty-four Jewish firms designated as "general merchandise" and seventeen which can be designated as specialized, making up one-third of the total.
The differential impact of change on the three communities becomes apparent when they are compared for the "newness" of their
Jewish merchant populations. In the 1900 federal manuscript census
for Santa Fe, eleven Jewish merchants are listed, five of whom were
also there in 1880; in Las Vegas in 1900 there were twenty-four Jewish
merchants, of whom six were there in 1880; and in Albuquerque in
1900 there were twenty-five Jewish merchants, only three of whom
were there in 1880.
The fact that Santa Fe had the highest propottion of "old timers"
in 1900 is consistent with the reluctance of Santa Fe businessmen to
adapt to the new conditions of trade. Before the railroad came, the
merchants could receive long-term credit from their eastern suppliers
and granted long-term credit to their customers, since slow transport
made for a slow turnover of stock. But now more customers had cash,
transportation was faster and short-term credit by suppliers was more
57. In 1884 Lehman Spiegelberg commented that "times are not as before the railroad." "Commerce of Santa Fe," 1884, p. 4. Histories, American Jewish Archives, Cincinatti, Ohio.
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and more becoming the rule; firms could fail by giving customary longterm credit to customers while having only short-term credit from
suppliers. "Trade tended to retain the practices of the 1870s because
those involved in it, on a large scale, remained the same as in the
1870s."58 And "the departure in 1888, at age forty-four, of merchant
Willi Spiegelberg, a community pillar, for New York City, ostensibly to
'retire,' signaled the end of Santa Fe's commercial aspirations."59 Now
that the merchants could no longer control the flow of goods by freighting over the Santa Fe Trail, nor monopolize their distribution at the
destination, price competition enabled the specialized merchant to gain
an increasing share of the local market.
In light of the lack of kinship linkage between firms and the conditions which had begun to render mercantile capitalism obsolete, the
second generation became involved in three typical responses: (1) Some
parents would close up the business and move to the East where their
sons and daughters could have more association with fellow Jews and
an easier time finding Jewish spouses; (2) Some parents would send
sons to prominent universities in the East to earn credentials for a
professional career such as law or medicine, while the daughters would
find Jewish husbands in one of the commercial centers of New Mexico;
(3) Other parents, following a family tradition in the old country, would
put their son(s) into the business and pass ownership and management
of the firm to them at the time of the parents' retirement.
All three responses are exemplified by merchant families in Santa
Fe, Las Vegas, and Albtiquerque. Four of the Spiegelberg brothers had
moved their families from Santa Fe to New York by 1893. Abraham
Staab retired in 1902; his son Julius graduated from Harvard and Columbia Law School and became a lawyer and judge; his son Edward
became a physician, eventually living in Albuquerque. 60
Among the sons of Charles Ilfeld in Las Vegas, Arthur entered his
father's store as a clerk, then became manager of the Las Vegas store,
and later vice-president and president of the Ilfeld Company. Louis
graduated from Yale and attended New York University Law School,
then became general counsel to the Ilfeld Company and later also
pursued a political career in San Miguel county and in the state Senate.
Robert Nordhaus, son of Max Nordhaus, Charles Ilfeld's partner, att~nded Phillips Andover prep school, then Yale, and Yale Law School,
58. Lehmann, Santa Fe and Albuquerque, 219-22.
59. Ibid., 237.
60. Fierman, Spiegelbergs, 40-42; Parish, Ilfeld Company, 380; and Fierman, "Staabs
of Santa Fe," 22-23.
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served in the legal department of the Ilfeld Company, had a law practice
in Albuquerque and was a vice-president and director of the Ilfeld
Company.6l
Albert Grunsfeld, who had worked for the Spiegelberg brothers
in their Albuquerque store, bought that store in 1893 and in the following year his three sons took control until its liquidation in 1923,
two years after the death of Alfred, one of the sons. Two sons of Aaron
Rosenwald who had started a store in old Albuquerque in 1878 and
moved to the new town in 1880, took over the business in 1900 after
both of them had attended Packard's Business College in New York
and a gymnasium in Germany. Three sons of Emanuel Rosenwald in
Las Vegas began clerking in their father's store between the ages of
fourteen and seventeen and each of the three-Cecilio, David Emanuel
and Gilbert Eliseo--became a partner in the firm at the age of twentyfive. A fourth son, Lucian, became a professor at a college in St. Louis,
Missouri. 62
The ethnic, religious, and occupational homogeneity of the German Jewish merchants of New Mexico has led to an inquiry about
whether they might have become a business elite in the same sense
that Supple found to be the case with the German Jewish investment
bankers in New York City. The pursuit of this question has made apparent certain contingencies of elite formation that can be discovered
by comparative analysis.
Differences in locale, between the frontier towns and New York
City, affected the opportunities of each cohort to develop internal solidarity and a sense of identity as a business elite. To begin with, the
difference between the eastern metropolis and the western frontier
towns dictated that investment banking would be possible only where
financial resources were available in sufficient amount and liquidity (in
the metropolis, for example), while the conduct of wholesale and retail
trade could be carried on even by barter in smaller places where cash
was scarce. In the metropolis, moreover, business could be highly
specialized, while the smaller communities on the frontier could support only those businesses that offered a variety of goods and services
61. Ellis Arthur Davis, ed., The Historical Encyclopedia of New Mexico (2 vols., New
Mexico Historical Association, 1945), 1: 259-60, 470; and Frank D. Reeve, History of New
Mexico (3 vols, New York: Lewis Historical Publishing Co., 1961), 3: 598-99.
62. Charles F. Coan, A History of New Mexico (3 vols, Chicago and New York: American Historical Society, 1925); 2: 98-99; Coan, History of Neu> Mexico, 2: 146-48; and Ralph
Emerson Twitchell, The Leading Facts of New Mexican History (5 vols., Cedar Rapids: Torch
Press, 1917), 4: 233-34, 236-37, 253-54.
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to a smaller but more broadly differentiated category of customers or
clients. Geographically isolated at great distance from sources of supply, these enterprises had the advantage of limited competition in
prices and products.
The occupations of investment banking in the metropolis. and
wholesale and retail trade in the frontier towns differ in the relationships that can develop among firms in each type of business. Although
investment banking firms are nominally competitors, a considerable
amount of cooperation among them is necessary for success. Among
firms engaged in wholesale or retail trade, relationships are more competitive as each firm operates in greater freedom from dependence on
others.
As we have seen, this difference has implications for the relations
within and among families in each type of business. Although in both
types it has been possible for sons of the owners to enter the business
and inherit a share of it, it was among the families in different investment firms that marriage could tie the firms together as sons-in-law
we.re taken in from families of other firms. Primarily, then, family ties
were important to the banking firms as the structural basis for interfirm cooperation, as well as for guaranteeing the generational continuity of ownership and control. By contrast, family ties in wholesale
and retail trade in the frontier towns were most important for providing
capital assistance at the initiation of an enterprise, as proprietors of
firms already established would help their relatives get started in firms
of their own; and family members could provide the most trustworthy
personnel for managing the business and serving as its agents at distant
places.
This variation in the closeness of families interacts with the maintenance of ethnic and religious ties and the incentive to express them
openly in the form of associations and institutions. Whether families
are joined together by ties of business or not, their collective efforts to
preserve religious and ethnic traditions can depend on the nature of
the families' relationships to the rest of the community where they live.
In the case of the New York bankers their German Jewish identity put
them in competition with non-Jewish firms and the Jewish families
reacted defensively by developing an insular social life and by establishing religious institutions that expressed their own adaptation to
the surrounding community. On the other hand, in the case of the
German Jewish merchants in the frontier towns, cooperation among
firms was far less important than successful competition; and there
was less incentive to foster ethnic or religious ties to the point of
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restricting the merchants' social life and their interaction with other
ethnic and religious groups in the community.
As a result of the foregoing factors, conditions among the investment bankers of New York favored the development of strong ties of
internal solidarity while conditions in the New Mexico frontier towns
favored a more individualistic style of relationships with greater emphasis on relating to people outside the merchants' religious and ethnic
boundaries. In New York the bankers behaved as a minority, joined
together in self-conscious defense to protect their occupation against
competition from non-Jewish firms. In Santa Fe and Las Vegas the
merchants behaved as community leaders and cultivated sociable and
business ties with many different groups in the population.
Finally and perhaps most decisively, the German Jewish merchants' location on the frontier made them far more vulnerable to
changes in their economic situation than was the case with the bankers
in the metropolis. The merchants had achieved success under conditions that could obtain only as long as their towns remained relatively
isolated and their enterprises remained free from the price and product
competition prevailing in the more populous centers of trade. When
the railroads came to New Mexico and changed the face of business
in the larger towns, the era of the general merchandise proprietor began
to decline.
As this change coincided roughly with the maturation of the second generation of the merchants' families, only a few maintained the
incentive to continue the family business. Others of the younger generation chose not to follow in their fathers' footsteps but instead moved
elsewhere or obtained high-level education for a profession.
Thus a common ethnic and religious background does not guarantee that people who follow the same occupation will develop the
kind of solidarity that Supple attributes to a business elite. In New
York the minority status of the Jewish bankers forced them into an
exclusive circle of particularistic relationships. In New Mexico the freedomof Jewish merchants to separate their religious identity and family
ties from their roles in business and community life supports conceptions of the western frontier as a setting more open to talent and
opportunity.

Frontier~ End
The Life &
Literature of
Harvey Fewusson
By Robert F. Gish
"Gish's full-scale biography should
help establish Fergusson as one of
the top western writers-a rank he
certainly deselVes,"'-William T,
Pilkington, The western frontier
. was officially pronounced closed in
1890, the year HalVey Fergusson
was born in Albuquerque. He spent
his life reopening it in a series of
novels stretching from the classic
Wolf Song (1927) to the belatedly
acclaimed Grant ofKingdom
(1950) and The Conquest ofDon
Pedro (1954), Based on extensive
research, including Fergusson's
diaries and correspondence,
Frontier's End goes a long way
toward reconciling the regional
with the mainstream in American
literature in the person of a seriolls
novelist whose importance is finally
being recognized. 363 pages,
preface, notes, appendix, index, 26
b&-w photographs, $35.00
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